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Building the Capacity of Learning Professionals through an Infusion
of Formal and Informal Learning
Susan Bolt, Curtin University of Technology, Western Australia, AUSTRALIA
Abstract: The success of many organisations depends on their capacity to learn and because of this learning professionals
in the fields of education and training are often engaged to build workforce capacity. The success of this scenario depends
on the expertise of these learning professionals, but how is their capacity built? Formal learning is typically standardised,
centrally controlled and vertically integrated approaches to the transmission of knowledge through organised curriculum
modules that can lead to a qualification. Informal learning is more horizontally integrated, dynamic and occurs when people
make a conscious effort to learn from their experiences and engage in individual or group reflection (Burns, 2002; Foley,
2004). In the past formal and informal learning were considered separately but an infusion of formal and informal learning
may be a more appropriate approach in this new economy. This paper, based on results from an interpretive study invest-
igating professional development in large Australian organisations in 2007, explores the professional development experiences
of staff employed in training and educational organisations. Semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, using mixed
methods, were conducted with staff from all levels of these organisations to investigate the relationship between adult
learners’ professional development and organisations’ change agenda. Results indicated that in some situations there was
considerable blurring of boundaries between informal and formal learning experiences. The conclusion is made that a
balkanised approach to professional development is insufficient to build the capacity of learning professionals in the 21st
Century and amore dynamic approach that moves flexibly between formal and informal learning approaches is recommended.
Keywords: Formal and Informal Learning, Professional Development
Introduction
EDUCATIONANDTRAINING profession-als must build their own capacity to learnbefore they can support client organisations
by providing professional advice through
consultation, or training and development programs.
So, how do trainers and staff developers manage
their own professional learning? In order to answer
this question, this paper compared the professional
learning experiences of trainers in a volunteer organ-
isation, with those of staff developers in a govern-
ment agency. Data were collected through interviews
and surveys as part of an interpretive study conducted
in 2007, across three large Australian service
providing organisations. The responses of trainers
and staff developers were a subset of the overall data
collected in the study, because in some cases the
services provided by these organisations were
broader than the provision of education and training.
This paper focused on how different learning profes-
sionals used formal and informal learning in their
own professional development. Furthermore, it ex-
plored respondents’ perceptions of the pros and cons
of formal and informal learning. Literature pertaining
to adult learning theory, and formal and informal
learning was reviewed and details about the research
methodology used in this study were included. Fi-
nally it was concluded that an infusion of formal and
informal learning was most effective in building the
capacity of learning professionals to support client
organisations.
Adult Learning Theory
Adults’ approach to learning was contextual rather
than subject-centred. The concept of ‘a contextual
approach to learning’ needed to be interpreted expans-
ively, as contexts differed among adults, and gender,
race and class impacted on adults’ learning ap-
proaches and opportunities. According to Knowles’
(2005) adults needed to know the reasons why they
were learning something; how they would learn it,
and were most ready to learn when the learning was
problem-based and related to their everyday lives.
Experience was foundational to adult learning theory.
Adults had a repertoire of experiences, and learned
from their own and others’ experiences. Intrinsic
motivation was more likely to spark learning than
external factors; however extrinsic motivators played
a role and adults were more likely to engage in pro-
fessional learning during particular phases of their
lives and careers. Adults’ saw themselves as
autonomous, self-directing learners and therefore
collaborative planning mechanisms should be used
to include adult learners’ perspectives and cater for
their needs (Houle, 1980, Knowles, Holton III, &
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Swanson, 2005; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgart-
ner, 2007).
Experiential learning was a key element of adult
learning theory and was consistent with humanist
and constructivist approaches to learning, because
of its emphasis on making meaning from personal
experiences. It was consistent with social learning
theory which used practical situations which allowed
novices to observe and replicate what more experi-
enced ‘mentors’ did in the workplace. Dewey, an
early protagonist of experiential learning, explored
learning in relation to life experiences and high-
lighted the importance of connecting past and present
experiences, in the context of a specific environment
(1938 inMerriam et al., 2007). Kolb (1984 inMerri-
am et al.) built on the work of Dewey and conceptu-
alised the skills required to learn from experience.
These skills included the ability to engage with new
experiences, observe and reflect, analyse and integ-
rate, make decisions and problem-solve in order to
embed new concepts into practice. Jarvis (1987) ex-
tended Kolb’s conception of experiential learning to
include the experiences learners brought with them
to the situation. Furthermore Jarvis differentiated
between reflective and non-reflective learning, and
concluded that individuals did not always learn from
their experiences – sometimes they remained un-
changed (Burns, 2002; Jarvis, 1987; Knowles et al.,
2005; Merriam et al.).
Self-directed learning was another important as-
pect of adult leaning theory, which was also consist-
ent with humanism. Self-directed learningwas driven
by the learner but could be facilitated by teachers in
learning centres. Employers often used online
learning modules to facilitate self-directed learning.
There was minimal research investigating the rela-
tionship between self-directed learning and organisa-
tional learning. Even so, Confessore and Kops (1998
in Cho, 2002; Ellinger, 2004) identified environment-
al characteristics of workplaces that were conducive
to developing learning organisations, self-directed
learning, transformational learning and problem-
based learning. These environmental characteristics,
consistent with McGregor’s (1964 in Robbins, Mil-
lett, & Waters-Marsh, 2004) ‘Theory Y’, included
participatory leadership, collaboration, and formal
and informal opportunities for people to learn (Burns,
2002; Knowles et al.; Merriam et al.).
Formal and Informal Learning
Formal learning, in the shape of formal education
and non-formal programs arose from the liberal tra-
dition of cognitive learning, and from the behaviour-
ist tradition of Taylorism. Formal education occurred
in universities, technical and further adult education
facilities (TAFE), and registered training organisa-
tions (RTO). Courses were structured around specific
curriculum and learners gained a qualification as a
result of their successful completion of units and as-
sessment items. Universities provided a liberal edu-
cation to increase learners’ knowledge and under-
standing, typically through cognitive learning ap-
proaches which favoured teacher-centred transmis-
sion of knowledge, although the benefits of other
approaches to learning may be recognised and used
in some cases. The behaviourist competency-based
learning approach developed skills and was favoured
by TAFEs and RTOs in their training packages.
Competency-based learning was becoming increas-
ingly popular in the Australian training context. Non-
formal programs developed knowledge or skills in
relation to specific workplace needs andmay involve
sequenced learning but did not result in a qualifica-
tion on completion of the course. The duration of
non-formal programs differed from hours, to days,
to weeks or months and often involved spaced
learning (Burns, 2002; Foley, 2004; Smith, 1998;
Sork & Newman, 2004).
Informal learning occurred when people con-
sciously tried to learn from their experiences and
often involved discussion, and group or individual
reflection, but did not involve formal instruction
(Foley, 2004). This type of learning was influenced
by Dewey’s conception of experiential learning and
Lindeman’s emphasis on democratic approaches to
learning through discussion (Sork&Newman, 2004).
Caffarella (2002) unlike most program developers
recognised the importance of transfer of learning and
included “transfer of learning techniques” in formal
program development (Caffarella, 2002, p.16). These
‘techniques’ relied on informal learning strategies,
such as coaching, mentoring, tuning protocols, net-
working, and action research. Colleagues acted as
critical friends when they coached learners to adjust
their behaviour. Amore experiencedmentor worked
with a mentee over time to promote professional
learning and increase career opportunities. Tuning
protocols focused on fine tuning work practices and
provided a framework for presentation, questioning
reflection and discussion in a supportive environ-
ment. Networking occurred face-to face or online
when collegiate groups of people communicated to
share ideas, problem-solve or provide mutual sup-
port. Action research used various configurations of
planning, acting, describing and evaluating to apply
research principles to problem-solving (Caffarella,
2002). Informal learning extended beyond these ex-
amples and included participation in forums, commit-
tees and meetings, and professional reading.




The issue of how best to plan and implement training
and development programs to build the capacity of
individuals and organisations was at the heart of this
interpretive Australian mixed methods study. Strati-
fied, purposeful sampling methods were used to se-
lect representative sample populations within the
three participating organisations. Two of these organ-
isations were government agencies and one was a
volunteer organisation. All three organisations
provided a service to the public. The volunteer organ-
isation (Case One) and one of the government agen-
cies (Case Three) were RTOs. The volunteer organ-
isation operated as an RTO to provide a service to
the community and revenue to support its volunteer
functions. Although the government agency, Case
Three, was an RTO, it outsourced much of its train-
ing to external providers and therefore performed
mostly administrative functions. The public service
provided in Case Three was transport, not education
and training. Case Two, also a government agency,
provided professional advice and support for schools
through professional development and other services.
Survey data was collected concerning background,
organisational change, formal education, non-formal
programs, informal learning and incidental learning,
and analysed using SPSS. Quantitative survey results
reported in this paper represented responses from all
218 respondents, regardless of their roles. This re-
search was exploratory in nature and therefore lim-
ited to an overview of the situation rather than an in-
depth investigation of a narrower range of phenom-
ena. For example, comprehension of the range of
participants’ engagement with learning opportunities
was sought rather than the delivery and impact of
specific programs.
Exploratory interviews were conducted with the
CEO in Case One who was also the Training Man-
ager; a District Director and Manager of Education
Services in Case Two; the Manager of Training, and
the Manager of Professional Development in Case
Three. These interviews provided a strategic over-
view of change initiatives and the professional devel-
opment. Semi-structured interviews sought an overall
perspective of how individuals experienced organisa-
tional change and professional learning. A total of
70 interviews were conducted, but for the purposes
of this paper responses of trainers and staff de-
velopers were selected and reported. Eight trainers
in Case One and nine staff developers in Case Two
participated in semi-structured interviews. There
were no semi-structured interviews with trainers in
Case Three. Qualitative data was analysed using
NVivo7. Finally, individual case studies utilising
quantitative and qualitative data were developed and
cross case analysis was conducted.
The key questions this paper sought to answer
were:
1. Howwas trainers’ and staff developers’ profes-
sional learning managed?
2. What did trainers and staff developers perceive
to be the pros and cons of formal and informal
learning?
3. What were their recommendations?
Findings
Findings were presented in relation to these three
questions. Respondents’ comments were included
as supporting evidence. Data from all three organisa-
tions were included in relation to the management
of professional development and recommendations
of best practice, as this information was provided
through both exploratory and semi-structured inter-
view questions. Only data from Cases One and Two
were used to represent respondents’ perceptions of
the pros and cons of formal and informal learning,
because no trainers or staff developers from Case
Three participated in semi-structured interviews.
Management of Professional Learning
There were different approaches to managing the
training and development of learning professionals
across the three organisations. In general, senior
managers planned formal learning opportunities for
staff in response to change initiatives. The CEO, in
Case One decided who would participate in which
learning opportunities based on organisational needs,
and therewere no collaborative planningmechanisms
in place … “If there is anything I can give anybody,
especially our volunteers who give us so much time,
if I can give them a qualification, I am only too
pleased to give them the training they need”. The
organisation derived its income from training and
the sales. Government regulations required trainers
in RTOs to be appropriately qualified, so all trainers
in this organisation, regardless of their prior experi-
ence, completed Certificate IV in Training and As-
sessment (TAA). Some trainers who were not inter-
viewed but completed the survey were qualified
teachers and worked with the organisation under a
partnership agreement. These respondents were
frustrated because their teaching qualifications were
not recognised. Similarly other trainers, some of
whomwere interviewed had worked with the organ-
isation for a number of years and held different ver-
sions of this qualification, but were still required to
complete the TAA… “I’ve done ‘Lead Manage and
Develop Teams’. I did do ‘Train Small Groups’
through this other group but I had to do it all again
to go on [this] certificate”. Others who were inter-
viewed were volunteers who had previously conduc-
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ted trainingwithout any qualifications. Some of these
people were ‘stretched’ by the requirements of the
course.
The staff developers in Case Two were all highly
qualified professionals and the issue of completing
the TAA did not exist for them. Team managers de-
veloped plans, aligned with organisational strategic
plans, for the professional development of their
teams. Team members participated in centrally de-
veloped non-formal programs aligned with organisa-
tional change initiatives. For staff developers this
usually meant receiving training so they could then
deliver this training to clients. Through performance
management processes, teammembers could request
additional role related professional development …
“I ensure that there is enough money for training
because school psychologists need to value add …
I think that it has been very rare where we have not
agreed ... It has to be linked to their performance
management”.
A human resource planning approach was used in
Case Three, supported by a ‘Performance Develop-
ment Process’ which “having gone through the goals
for the year and any changes … looking at what we
need … the skills shortages”.Access to training and
development was negotiated through this process
and staff members self-nominated or were nominated
by line managers to attend courses which were usu-
ally provided by an external provider because “we
just don’t have the people to do that so we took out
a contract with a provider. We [were] the lead or-
ganisation, RTO, they work[ed] to us under our
quality assurance but they provide[d] all the trainers
and the assessors. They do the training for customer
service and radio procedures, first aid, safe working
– they do that for drivers in the classroom and then
there’s the driver trainers themselves, the drivers
out on the track in their old carriage. There are not
a lot of internal trainers available [here] because of
obviously resourcing, rostering, and workload”.
Perceptions of Pros and Cons of Formal
and Informal Learning
All trainers in Case One participated in formal edu-
cation (TAA), the cost of which was paid for by the
employer. In doing so they received support from
the interstate facilitator, whom they could email, and
the CEO, with whom they could speak directly. The
course increased respondents’ currency, credibility
and employability, but was conducted mainly online
or over the weekends during personal rather than
work time. Furthermore, there were long breaks
between face-to-face sessions. All trainers were re-
quired to complete the TAA, regardless of their prior
knowledge and experience… “I don’t have a choice
but I’ve been doing training since 1993 and I did 6
months full time purely on training so I’ve done all
the Certs old BSS BSZs Certificate IV training”.
Further problems included insufficient mutual plan-
ning and lack of opportunity for respondents to fully
utilise the training … “we didn’t get a lot of input
but as far as TAA, if we are going to have to do it,
and the organisation is paying for it to be done, then
make it a valuable thing and give us opportunity to
use the stuff”… “the majority of assignment work is
hypothetical… designing a course for a hypothetical
company on a topic which really exists, but at the
end of the day that course is useless to us because
we are not going to use it”. Consequently experi-
enced trainers felt demotivated … “it de-motivates
me because I look at this and say well I’m already
busy enough, but I have to do this, so I lose the in-
terest, lose the motivation”. Some volunteers who
had not done this type of thing before had difficulty
comprehending what was said in emails, opening the
CD and learning online … “because of the way it’s
set out, and although they would send me emails it’s
just something I just can’t get my head around”.
People who had not done the course before also had
difficulty with the face-to-face sessions …”in the
class where you’ve got people who’ve done more or
less than what I have … there’s questions flying
everywhere and you get really confused in a room
where you’ve got three different levels”. In addition
to the TAA, some trainers privately enrolled in uni-
versity courses such as Emergency Management …
“it does give me that higher level professional devel-
opment in the management of emergencies and it’s
not just being on the scene it’s about what comes
before and what comes after, so I see that role is
quite relevant in this organisation”.
Respondents in Case One also participated in non-
formal programs such as workshops related to the
change in first aid protocols… “they were presented
to us before they had to happen and they were
presented to us as a complete group in a very struc-
tured manner so that everyone knew what they were
and when they were going to happen”. Although
there were some issues about the wording of some
of the protocols, respondents were pleased with the
way protocol changes were presented. However,
there were other changes trainers did not receive
training or information about, in a timely manner…
“time it so that you know when it’s going to happen
and in presenting it make sure that it is presented to
everybody as close as possible together and at least
before it needs to be known about”.
Although survey data indicated respondents in
Case One participated in informal learning, in the
interviews trainers highlighted the lack of opportun-
ity to learn through informal mechanisms such as
staff meetings, discussions and networking … “we
were given facilitator guides which were quite good
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but there it is have a read implement it now … We
had when I say no discussion it was a very small
amount of discussion, which was here it is lets have
a look at it, this is the new program, implement it
from now, no discussion on let’s give it a chance to
throw it around and have a good look at it”. This
caused problems for trainers in the classroom… “it
can look rushed because you’re stumbling through
the resources”. Trainers wanted to have time to de-
brief their training and engage in collegiate discus-
sion prior to implementation so that the most effect-
ive delivery was achieved. They perceived a gap
between theory and practice … “we do our training
to learn how to deliver training and it gives us cer-
tain rules but we breach every one of those rules”.
Respondents in Case Two participated in formal
education and non-formal programs. Respondents
benefited from formal education but paid for it
themselves and completed it in their own time. … “
I needed the most up to date research … I needed
something to direct me into the area that I was inter-
ested in and I felt that doing my post grad and Mas-
ters would actually help me to focus and it
has”…”it’s a huge in cost on my life, my time”. The
cost of participating in non-formal programs was
met by the employer and respondents participated
in various courses and workshops. Respondents be-
nefitted because the non-formal programs were rel-
evant and based on research… “they were very well
presented, incredible knowledge base; I knew I was
working with top of the wozza people”.Unfortunately
there was no ongoing support such as mentoring or
coaching once the course was over … “how would
you continue that momentum after you finish your
training … if you don’t apply it you lose it … we
needed more of that follow up”. Sometimes, when
follow-up was provided respondents did not access
it … “he offers it online but my head wasn’t in that
space at the time… I didn’t see that I would actually
need that”. Other difficulties occurred because of
isolated working conditions and a failure to schedule
collaborative time for teams to debrief their training
and discuss how best to deliver the training… “your
ability to have a unified package for child protection
was very difficult because it was very hard to get
everyone into the same area at the same time and
have an agreed way of presenting the package”. In
addition to these non-formal programs some respond-
ents attended conferences, which were beneficial
when they included lots of hands on activities,
movement, humour and practical resources … “it
was great because we had a couple of different ven-
ues and lots of hands on activities so really involving
everybody to get lots of good feedback…we actually
got draft samples of some of the books for free so it
was that kind of stuff as well as a big file. You’ve
actually got something to show for what you went
away for, so you can share them with your work
colleagues”. They were less effective if participants
were “just sitting there and somebody talking to you
all the time”.
Respondents in Case Two participated in informal
learning such as study tours and mentoring. For ex-
ample, a senior manager received funding to go on
a study tour he developed … “to help develop my
understandings of what effective school system
quality assurance is all about … so that was a good
learning experience … out of that work I wrote a
paper that focused on the critical success factors for
school system quality assurance so that certainly in
my mind consolidated my personal perspectives on
world’s best school quality assurance should be”.
As a result of the study tour and the paper, an ‘Asso-
ciate Reviewer Program’ was developed to provide
professional development for principals across the
district. Although many benefited from the ‘Associ-
ate Reviewer Program’, the opportunity to engage
in study tours was not open to many people. Further-
more, new team members were successfully ment-
ored by people who had been in similar jobs for a
longer time. In other circumstances, colleagues who
had attendedworkshops together tried tomentor each
other to keep the momentum going but it was less
successful because … “we were working with just
the knowledge we had and we probably needed a
higher level of knowledge to support us in actually
implementing that”.
Recommendations
In summary, respondents made the following recom-
mendations:
1. Recognise and use the skills and abilities of
staff
2. Provide practical, relevant, tailored training and
development
3. Follow-up formal learning with informal
learning processes
4. Provide opportunity for implementation of
learning in the workplace
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Survey Results
Table 1: Extract of Pertinent Cross Case Survey Results
Case 3Case 2Case 1Category Frequencies
1027640Number of responses
69%72%80%Response Rate
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Competency-based programs
Learning needs were met fully, or to a major extent















30%46%40%Learning needs were met fully, or to a major extent
Personal learning needs 20%35%40%
Organisational learning needs
66%86%80%Participation (total percentage)Informal




30%45%59%Learning needs were met fully, or to a major extent
Personal learning needs 21%43%56%
Organisational learning needs
80%92%90%Participation (total percentage)Incidental
Learning 23%21%22%Working with others (subset of total percentage)
23%23%20%Talking with colleagues
26%22%20%Doing the job
40%29%50%Learning needs were met fully, or to a major extent
Personal learning needs 30%29%53%
Organisational learning needs




Demographic data indicated trainers and staff de-
velopers were well represented in Cases One and
Two in “professional” and “other roles”. The highest
frequency of formal education occurred in Case One,
where respondents had the lowest frequency of
highly qualified staff, more significantly however,
change initiatives were directly related to the acquis-
ition of formal qualifications for trainers. The TAA
represented a significant proportion of the compet-
ency-based training undertaken in Case One. In spite
of senior managers’ focus on providing formal
learning opportunities, there were high frequencies
of participation in informal and incidental learning
across all cases. It was likely that informal learning
occurred as a result of organisational planning, and
respondents’ self-directed learning. Incidental
learning occurred naturally as a result of situations
and experiences. Even though access to professional
development was determined according to organisa-
tional needs, respondents stated it was more effective
in meeting personal needs. Although respondents’
opportunities to participate in mutual planning pro-
cesses varied, the perception of their needs being
met indicated their interest in learning.
Formal and informal learning were valued for
different reasons. Formal learning provided qualific-
ations and equipped respondents with knowledge,
skills and understandings. Informal learning facilit-
ated transfer of learning in the workplace and al-
lowed respondents to learn from their own and oth-
ers’ experiences, but it was rarely included in training
and development agenda. Trainers and staff de-
velopers identified the need for collegiate discussion
after formal training sessions to develop and enhance
effective delivery strategies. The need for follow-up
after formal learning programs, in the form of
coaching and mentoring was also identified. Using
informal learning in this way was consistent with
Caffarella’s (2002) “transfer of learning techniques”,
and social learning theory, humanist and constructiv-
ist approaches to learning. Embedding informal
learning in training and development agenda was
also consistent with the philosophies of Dewey and
Lindeman who advocated experiential learning and
the use of discussion (Sork & Newman, 2004).
However senior managers appeared to have been
heavily influenced by liberalism and Taylorism and
favoured cognitive and behaviourist approaches to
learning when they developed training agenda for
staff development (Sork & Newman, 2004). It was
recognised by a trainer in Case One, that the prin-
ciples of adult learning were often overlooked when
it came to the provision of their own training and
development (Knowles et al.; Merriam et al.). The
need for a quick turn around from training to imple-
mentation was often the reason for this hasty over-
sight. However it was likely, better results could be
achieved by scheduling time for trainers and staff
developers to reflect on their learning and engage in
‘transfer of learning strategies’. This could also im-
prove morale and enhance motivation because adult
learners preferred to own and direct their learning in
response to real needs in the workplace (Knowles et
al.; Merriam et al.).
Conclusion
This paper reviewed literature pertaining to adult
learning theory, formal and informal learning, which
provided a background to this interpretive research
conducted in 2007 in Australian service providing
organisations. Key findings from the study were
presented and the perceptions of trainers and staff
developers were highlighted. The approach taken by
managers to the training and development of learning
professionals was based on organisational needs and
included the provision of formal learning opportun-
ities. Informal learning was sometimes overlooked
in these plans. However, respondents participated in
formal and informal learning. The prior knowledge
and experience of respondents was recognised in
some cases but not in others. The perceptions of
trainers and staff developers in relation to the pros
and cons of formal and informal learning were
provided for Cases One and Two only, because
training was outsourced to external providers in Case
Three and therefore no trainers were interviewed.
Respondents were pleased with formal learning op-
portunities provided by employers because it in-
creased their knowledge, skills and understandings,
credibility and employability. However it was prob-
lematic if it encroached on personal time, did not
recognise respondents’ experience or expertise, or
could not be implemented in the workplace. For
transfer of learning to occur there needed to be real
opportunities in the workplace to put learning into
practice. It could also be enhanced through informal
learning techniques such as discussion, coaching and
mentoring. Recommendationsweremade supporting
these findings. It was concluded that formal and in-
formal learning provided complementary learning
opportunities and therefore both should be planned
for and included in training and development pro-
grams.
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